Calling -a  Vocation
By Mike Simmonds

Hello! I am privileged to be able to provide some input to your course and apologise that I cannot be with you in person.  I hope that as I share some thoughts and later you follow on with some reflective resources this will enable you on your journey as school leaders.

First be encouraged by the words of John Maxwell who speaks on leadership, informed by how Christian faith and the Bible itself:

“Would any of us have picked Simon the fisherman, or Matthew the tax collector to be on our team? The former spoke more than he thought and the latter took more than he gave but Jesus saw them both as diamonds in the rough. Unstable Peter became a solid leader of the church in Jerusalem, while Matthew became one of the most generous people in the gospels.”[endnoteRef:1] [1:  J Maxwell, The Maxwell Leadership Bible NIV (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson 2018 third edition)] 


He went on to say consider the biblical record who would have chosen

“A stammering Moses became a spokesman for God
A shepherd boy like David became king of Israel
Uncouth John the Baptist prepared the way for Jesus
A converted prostitute, Mary heralded the resurrection.”

You already know not to write off any pupil but to identify their potential.  
Hopefully the Church School Leadership Course will enable you to find all the possibilities that lie ahead in your life and career.

In many ways, these possibilities might be considered part of your calling or vocation as a teacher and leader.  You may or may not already see in yourself what it means to be part of a vocational activity. After all, no one banged saucepans on the doorstep for teachers for whom the challenges of a pandemic were pretty extreme, without taking anything away from doctors and nurses, who we all recognise as having a vocation.

The word 'vocation' comes from the Latin word ‘vocatio’, a call or summons, derived from the verb ‘vocare’, to call. Dictionary definitions all agree that vocation means a strong feeling of suitability for a particular job or career. Today, this is often recognised in a secular sense, but vocation originates from the Christian understanding of a calling from God.

The Churches have tended to use the term vocation in relation to the ordained priesthood, and it has not been customary for lay people to receive encouragement to understand their vocation. That attitude has been changing. And, I would argue, the sense of God calling you into something is the same as realising you have a vocation. So, I’d encourage you to recognise that God does calls us all, individually. If God has given you a vocation for school leadership, He values that vocation equally with other callings.

This is important because "When it comes to vocation ..who we are is more important than what we do" according to Professor of Education, John Sullivan[endnoteRef:2] [2:  J Sullivan, Re-imagining Christian Education for the Twenty-first Century (Luton: Matthew James Publishing, 2013) pg 89] 


This is right in line with what Simon Sinek describes as focusing on the ‘why’ rather than the ‘how’ and ‘what’. He suggests that when we communicate from the inside-out (the Why) we're talking directly to the part of the brain that controls decision making. This the argument goes will influence our choices, behaviour and thinking.’[endnoteRef:3] [3:  S Sinek, Start with the Why: How Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to take Action, (Harmondsworth: Penguin Business, 2019)] 


John Sullivan also described vocation as providing my sense of where God wants me to be , what God wants me to do, and who God wants me to be (the WHY). As a Christian I understand this as God walking with me in the particular roles and responsibilities that I have, just as Jesus walked with the two disciples on the road to Emmaus after the resurrection. 

Providing school leadership could therefore be said to be working with or alongside God in order to have a positive impact on the school, indeed the world.  Didn’t Jesus commission us Christians with these words: “You are the light of the world, let your light shine before others that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven”.[endnoteRef:4]  [4:  Matthew 5, 14,16] 


A sense of vocation can provide this - a different perspective through, what some might think of, as a relationship with God who walks with you guides and equips you, often through training and experience, for the task at hand.  

David Bosch described this as, “the mission of God. It's not about us being in the world just doing things for God! It's about God being with us in the world as we join in with what he is already doing.”[endnoteRef:5] [5:  D Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission (USA: Orbis Books, 2011)] 


Its rather like Moses[endnoteRef:6] at work herding his sheep. You may not yet feel completely ready—hence being on this course. But, God promised Moses that he would equip him with whatever was needed for the given task. [6:  Exodus 3 and 4] 


Moses carried a staff. It was a tool of his herdsmen’s trade, part of his identity, defining who he was. God asked Moses to throw the staff on the ground, and as Moses watched, God transformed it. Moses was then commanded to pick up the staff, and in obeying God and doing so, Moses himself was transformed. By God's grace, Moses went out to be part of God's mission and enterprise in the world.

God asks the same of his followers today. What do I have in my hand? Not a staff, to be sure, but a modern-day equivalent giving me my identity. For you, perhaps it might be your teacher status! As with Moses, God can transform your staff and help you use it for the benefit of others and to his glory, joining in with what God is doing in my community. This is a vocation.

When I was commissioned as a young twenty-something for a particular ministry, I was urged to remember my sense of calling. I was assured it would serve me well when the going got tough— and it did. And it has over the past few decades.

This is why I encourage you to visit or revisit WHY you are a teacher and a leader.  Your sense of calling or vocation, however that emerged, will strengthen your resolve and enable you to face the future.  This is echoed by Archbishop Stephen Cottrell [endnoteRef:7] when he advocates: “Stop. Think. Be still. I am suggesting that stopping, thinking and being still should be the first requirement of creative leadership; a better way of doing it; a way that flows from the Christian tradition”.  And if you are not a person of faith, this will still have resonance and be an important step of renewal in your calling to serve in education. [7:  S Cottrell, Hit the Ground Kneeling, (London: Church House Publishing, 2009)] 


My friend Allison Farnell a former teacher, wrote that at the age of 30: “I sat on the front rather packed church as the word spoken at my father's funeral washed around me, having spent his post-war lifetime working in education teaching some of Liverpool’s most deprived children. The vicar chose these words to sum up my father's example and his life of service in education: “he has shown you, O man, what is good. And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.” That was when I realised that when we are willing to be and do what God calls us to, then we are not merely passing through this world in this life. We are shaping the building blocks of eternity. This reinforced my calling to serve.”[endnoteRef:8] [8:  A Farnell, Called to Serve as a School Governor, (Grove Education Booklet eD5)] 


On the Learning Page, you will find some reflective exercises and other resources that Carrie or Ruth will lead you through. I hope they help confirm your vocation and your resolve in the pathway you have taken. 
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